The association between age and health literacy among elderly persons.
To examine why older age groups have worse functional health literacy. Home interviews were conducted with community-dwelling elderly persons (n = 2,774) to determine demographics, years of school completed, newspaper reading frequency, chronic diseases, and health status. Participants completed the Short Test of Functional Health Literacy in Adults (S-TOFHLA, range 0-100) and the Mini Mental State Examination (MMSE). Mean S-TOFHLA scores declined 1.4 points (95% CI 1.3-1.5) for every year increase in age (p < .001). After adjusting for sex, race, ethnicity, and education, the S-TOFHLA score declined 1.3 points (95% CI 1.2-1.4) for every year increase in age. Even after adjustment for performance on the MMSE, the S-TOFHLA score declined 0.9 points (95% CI 0.8-1.0) for every year increase in age (p < .001). Differences in newspaper reading frequency, visual acuity, chronic medical conditions, and health status, did not explain the lower literacy of older participants. Functional health literacy was markedly lower among older age groups even after adjusting for differences in MMSE performance, newspaper reading frequency, health status, and visual acuity. Future studies should prospectively examine whether functional literacy declines with age and whether this is explained by declines in cognitive function.